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  “FOR DIGGER, WHO DID FOR NOTRE DAME BASKETBALL WHAT ROCKNE DID FOR FOOTBALL!”




  —Legendary Los Angeles Times columnist Jim Murray, signing a copy of his autobiography for me in 1996




  Chapter One




  THE RING OF HONOR




  My induction into the Notre Dame Ring of Honor on January 19, 2014, was very emotional for many reasons. Not only was it the 40-year anniversary (to the day) of our win over UCLA that ended the Bruins’ and John Wooden’s 88-game winning streak, but it was also a reunion for many of the players, coaches, administrators and fans that I had coached and work with during my 20 years as the school’s head coach.




  We had reunions before for the 1974 team, but we also had reunions for the 1978 team that reached the Final Four. But never had we had a reunion for all the players who had played for me in the 20 years I was head coach.




  Luke Harangody, Austin Carr, and Adrian Dantley (one of my former players) were men who had been inducted into the Notre Dame Basketball Ring of Honor in previous years, but I was the first coach. This was a great honor in itself because Notre Dame is a program that ranks among the top 20 programs in the history of college basketball with over 1700 victories. The school had a strong basketball program as far back as the 1920s under George Keogan, who won two unofficial national championships, and continued to have success and make NCAA Tournament appearances under Moose Krause, Johnny Jordan, and Johnny Dee.




  A BUSY WEEKEND




  This was a day I was looking forward to for some time, but my work with ESPN kept me from being totally preoccupied with it for the days leading up to January 19. I had to prepare for our College GameDay broadcast on Saturday, January 18, and it was going to be a busy day.




  We started that Saturday with a broadcast from the Palestra in Philadelphia. It was emotional for me because it was where we played our home games when I was freshman coach and an assistant under Dick Harter at the University of Pennsylvania.




  We examined the history of the Palestra during the broadcast and they even found some old picture of me coaching there. When I was freshman coach, we had a game that went into overtime and we had to move it from the main Palestra court to an upstairs gym to finish. I still remember walking those stairs with hundreds of fans following us to see the last moments. I had a unique opportunity to cut my teeth in coaching against some great coaches in the Philadelphia area.




  This was a doubleheader day for College GameDay, as we had also decided to do a show from UCONN. That night, Louisville, the defending National Champion, was playing at Storrs against the team that would go on to win the 2014 championship. Originally I was going to do that show also, but common sense took over and I flew back to South Bend after the morning show. Everyone at ESPN was so supportive about the Ring of Honor induction, and as it turned out, really made a great contribution to the weekend.




  ESPN produced a documentary called 88 and 1 and they broadcast it for the first time on January 19, 2014. ESPNU also aired a live show a half-hour prior to the Notre Dame vs. Virginia Tech game that night, interviewing many of my former players who were in town. The program interviewed players who were involved in the UCLA game, but also talked with John Paxson, David Rivers, and others who played in the 1980s.




  When I returned home Saturday night from Philly, I got a great surprise. I knew my daughters Jennifer and Karen would be there, but my son Rick had said he would not be able to make it. He lives in Amsterdam now. Who was at Peashway Street when I arrived that night but Rick and his family. My sister Diane and her husband Kirk were also there.




  It was already a great family reunion when the doorbell rang at 10:30 p.m. My fiancée Linda Costas opened the door and there was a group of players that included Kelly Tripucka, Stan Wilcox, Mike Mitchell, and many others were at the front door ready tell old stories. We took pictures and my daughter Karen tweeted a few out, which brought more response from former players.




  Many stories were told and some of them were even true. Many bottles of wine were consumed.




  THIS IS YOUR LIFE




  Sunday included some family time early in the day, and then we had a reception at the Monogram room at the Joyce Convocation Center. That was a special time because over 30 of my former players came back.




  The emotions flowed during those two hours. One of the first people I saw was John Markovich, my first trainer. “Marko” was a piece of work, a Navy guy who served this country in Vietnam.




  We relived the story when John Shumate was complaining that he could not sleep. He was just too keyed up for the next game. Marko told him, “I have something for you that will knock you right out, Shu.”




  So Marko gave him two pills and Shumate went to sleep and was snoring before Marko got out of the room. The next day, Marko told me he thought it was all in Shumate’s head. He had given him two sugar tablets. That was it.




  When I talked with Tracy Jackson he told me, “Coach, I want to say thank you. You changed my life. I have never said that to your face, but I am telling you that now. Thank you.”




  That got me emotional. Tracy was among the most respected players I had in 20 years at Notre Dame and he is the only one of my former players to serve on the Notre Dame Board of Trustees. In a nutshell that is why you coach, to have a positive effect on the lives of the young men you see every day for those four years.




  Dottie Van Paris was the rock of our office for 20 years and she was one of the people I was most excited to see. She had such a great relationship acting as surrogate mother to all the players. If you ask any of my players what they think of when they are asked about the Notre Dame basketball family, I bet every one of them would think of her.




  I was holding everything together pretty well until someone came up behind me at the reception and grabbed me. I turned around and it was Rece Davis.




  I lost it.




  Rece had done two ESPN College GameDay broadcasts in two different cities the day before, got home around midnight, then caught an early flight in Hartford to Chicago to come to the induction. I had just called him the previous night to make sure everything had gone OK with the night show and that he had gotten home. He never mentioned coming. It was a complete surprise.
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  Seeing many of my former players was very gratifying, but I got the most emotional when Rece Davis made a surprise appearance. (Credit: Lighthouse Imaging)




  I asked him with tears in my eyes why he had come and in an effort to bring me back to normal he said, “Well, the guys from College GameDay said someone had to come . . . and I lost.”




  Notre Dame played Virginia Tech that night and at each media timeout there was a message for me played over the video board. Some of the people who made messages were Ara Parseghian, LaPhonso Ellis, Bob Knight, and Rece Davis.




  They were all heartfelt messages. The favorite message for everyone in the arena was from Bill Walton, UCLA’s Hall of Fame Center of the 1970s who was on the losing end the day we ended UCLA’s winning streak.




  Everytime I see him he says, “Digger Phelps, you ruined my life on January 19, 1974.”




  His message that night was a classic. “I want to congratulate Digger Phelps on his induction into the Notre Dame Ring of Honor on January 19, 2014. I only wish I was there to personally put the Ring of Honor around his neck.”




  He then made the cross sign with his arms, as in a skull and cross bones message.




  He then said, “Digger, stay away, leave me alone.”




  It ended with Walton putting his head in his hands.




  The place was filled with laughter.




  THE CEREMONY




  I was a little nervous going out for the Ring of Honor Ceremony at halftime. I had everything written on a card in different colored highlighters, just as I did as a commentator for ESPN. The fans had green flashlight highlighters to match my green tie, which added to the atmosphere.




  Here is what I said:




  Thank you. An atmosphere second to none, the players, the coaches, the student managers, the trainers, you the fans, the band, the cheerleaders, the leprechaun, you were the ones that created the moments.




  That is especially the case for the student body . . . you saw what it was like when UCLA went down and 3,000 rushed the floor, YOU made it happen.




  To my family, my sister Diane and her husband Kirk, to my children and seven of my 15 grandchildren are here, and to Linda, the love of my life she’ll always be here.




  To the priests who used to say team mass the day of the game, you made it happen, to the secretaries, especially Dottie Van Paris, who for 20 years made our office like the White House office.




  And, finally how can I say it . . . Father Hesburgh . . . What Mother Theresa was as a nun, he is as a priest, a living saint. He got me, Digger Phelps, from coaching basketball, to now coaching the streets, and getting these people back to where they can still win in the game of life.




  To you, I mean all of you, I share this Ring of Honor, because you made it happen.




  I want to thank you today for another Notre Dame moment. God bless, I love you.
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  There were a lot of people to thank during my Ring of Honor remarks, including a living saint. (Credit: Lighthouse Imaging)




  IT IS ALL ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIPS




  Looking back at all those players, coaches, administrators, that is what makes Notre Dame so special. That is a part of the tradition and mystique of Notre Dame. Those guys carried the torch of Notre Dame basketball history. Each one of those guys are success stories.




  Now 25 years after coaching at Notre Dame, the things that matter the most are seeing these former players go on to successful careers, and realizing that perhaps I had a small part in their success.




  When we updated this book and researched what some of the guys were doing, Tim Bourret, my co-author, got a note from Joe Fredrick, who was a senior in 1990 and still the best three-point shooter in Notre Dame history on a percentage basis. He is now the general sales manager at WLW radio in Cincinnati and director of sports marketing for iHeartMedia.




  His response included the following: “I can honestly say I have taken the principles that Coach Phelps taught me as a young impressionable kid to the business world.




  1. Don’t assume




  2. Follow up




  3. Have a backup




  “Digger was very demanding and tough. However, so is life and the real world.




  “He prepared me as much for success in the business world as he did as a player . . . I’m extremely appreciative that he gave me an opportunity to live my dream by playing for the greatest university in the world.”




  That three-step tenet was something I preached to the players all the time and it is great to see Joe remembered it and still practices it today.




  I stayed true to that personally in that I have always had a plan. On my last day as Notre Dame head coach in 1991, just before the press conference, I called President George Bush and told him I was going to announce my retirement.




  We had been friends for years since we played golf together in a tournament in Ohio before he was president. He told me when I was ready to get out of coaching he had a job for me. I called him that day and told him I was ready to get on the next plane to Washington. A few months later I was heading up the Weed and Seed program.




  A Notre Dame alumni publication wrote a story in 2014 about Jamere Jackson, who played with Fredrick in the late 1980s and was a team captain. He became the first African American company officer in General Electric history and is now the chief financial officer for the Nielsen Company (television ratings).




  In the story Jamere said, “Above and beyond the lessons we learned on the court, Digger spent an inordinate amount of time teaching life lessons and applying what we did on the court and the leadership lessons we were learning on the court to situations that we would deal with later in life.”




  I can’t tell you how proud I am of Jamere and I am not one bit surprised at his success. You talk about creativity, a risk taker, street smarts, and a survivor and I’ll show you a leader, and that is Jamere.




  When you are a college coach, you get these kids at the age of 18 and you have four years to get them ready for manhood.




  When Adrian Dantley came back to Notre Dame and received his degree in August of 1978 he turned to his mother and said, “They can never take this away from me.”




  Those are the moments you cherish.




  Chapter Two




  COMING TO NOTRE DAME




  THEY CALL ME DIGGER




  I was born Richard Frederick Phelps in Beacon, NY, on July 4, 1941. I was named after my father, but he was known around town as Dick Phelps, the local undertaker. People called me Richie until the eighth grade, when I started getting interested in sports.




  At Beacon High, the junior high and high school were combined. As a junior high kid, if you loved sports like I did, you wanted to be the water boy for the football team or the batboy for the baseball team. In the eighth grade I became the batboy and loved every minute of it.




  One day I got bored . . . and a little hungry. We were on a bus trip, and while the guys were taking batting practice, I went back to the bus and started going through their lunch bags in search of cupcakes and cookies. I ate to my heart’s content, but when I came back to the field, I was dumb enough to leave the chocolate evidence on my face.




  When the team returned to the bus, they went straight for their lunch bags, only to find them devoid of dessert. I was dragged to the back of the bus, where some of the players started beating me up. When it appeared I was never going to get out of this predicament, I yelled for the coach, Jim Guariloff, hoping he would save me.




  In the 1950s there were popular radio shows like Amos and Andy, The Lone Ranger and Abbott and Costello. Digger O’Dell, the Friendly Undertaker, was one of those shows. When Coach Guariloff asked what was going on, the team told him I had eaten half of the cupcakes and cookies. Guariloff said, “If you don’t stop eating the team’s cupcakes I am going to put you in one of your old man’s boxes. Do you understand, Digger O’Dell?” The entire team laughed.




  The next day in practice it was, “Digger O’Dell, get the bats. Digger O’Dell, get the balls.” Soon everyone shortened it to just Digger, and that is what I have been called since that bus trip with the Beacon High baseball team in the 1950s.




  GUESTS RESTING IN THE LIVING ROOM




  I went to Rider College in Trenton, NJ, and studied business administration. When I graduated from Rider in 1963, my dad wanted me to go to the Simmons Embalming School at Syracuse. You could get to my father’s funeral home by walking through our back yard, so I had been around that atmosphere all my life.




  I learned to cope with corpses around the house at a young age. When I was five I came downstairs and found a man in a casket in our living room. When we had a doubleheader (two funerals at the same time), the second one would be in our living room. I didn’t mind the undertaking business, and I had a lot of respect for my dad and what he did. But I just never took to the embalming aspect of the job.




  “I CAN DO THIS”




  I spent four years at Rider and lettered in basketball as a junior and senior. I also lettered in golf my senior year. I was not much of a scorer, but, as it says in the 1971–72 Notre Dame basketball guide, “[I] gained a reputation as a fine defensive specialist.”




  The summer before I was supposed to go to Syracuse I met Tom Winterbottom, the new coach at my old high school. He was starting a local summer league, but state rules prohibited him from coaching in the summer. So he asked me to coach a team in the league.




  I told him I had never coached before. So he gave me a book called Swing and Go, which was written by Ed Jucker, the coach at Cincinnati at the time. It featured the double-stack offense that Ron Bonham had used to lead Cincy to the National Championship. Ironically, that was virtually the same offense Notre Dame used with Austin Carr the year before I got to South Bend.




  I tried to get a high school job at the end of the summer, but struck out. I told my dad I wanted to put embalming school on hold and go back to Rider to get a master’s degree and be a volunteer coach under my college coach, Bob Greenwood.




  One of my assignments that year (1963–64) was to scout NYU. In that era, NYU was still a power in college basketball. NYU entered the game with a home-court winning streak that dated to 1941. They had lost in Madison Square Garden, but not at University Heights.




  I scouted them twice, against Iona and Hofstra. At the time, I lived with Nick Valvano, Jim’s brother. His dad, Rocky, was a coach, but he was also an ECAC referee. He refereed one of those Iona-NYU games and I remember picking his brain after the game.




  I came back to Rider with a game plan, and Coach Greenwood let me put it in over the two days of practice prior to the game. We won to end the streak. That night when I came home, I sat in the apartment and said to myself, “I can do this.”




  AN EARLY HINT OF THE IRISH




  After I earned my master’s degree, I wanted to get a full-time coaching job at the college level so I started sending out resumes, but I didn’t have much luck.




  With the rejection letters piling up, I ran into Jack Gallagher, who was coaching at Scranton Prep in Pennsylvania. He told me about a high school job that was open at St. Gabriel’s High School in Hazelton, Pennsylvania. He told me to call Father Ray Deviney. I figured I wasn’t going to get a college job, so why not get some head coaching experience? He offered me the job and I accepted. At age 24 I was a head coach.




  Like all high school coaches, one of my first projects was to design the uniforms. When I was growing up in New York, the biggest game of the year was Notre Dame vs. Army. When we played in the yard as kids, you were either Doc Blanchard, Glenn Davis or Johnny Lujack. I was always Lujack, who won the 1947 Heisman as Notre Dame’s quarterback.




  Notre Dame was in my blood at an early age, so I wanted to incorporate something about Notre Dame into our uniforms. Even though our primary color was purple, I put a shamrock on our game pants.




  WRITING ARA PARSEGHIAN




  That part of Pennsylvania was a strong Notre Dame area. At St. Gabe’s, the nuns were saying the rosary and lighting candles on Saturdays for the Notre Dame football team. In those days Notre Dame would play Pittsburgh every other year in Pittsburgh. Many of the coal miners in that area were in tough shape economically, but they would save all their money over a two-year period so they could make the trip to Pittsburgh and root for Notre Dame. That was their vacation.




  [image: image]




  I wrote a letter to Ara Parseghian in 1965 telling him it was my dream to be the head basketball coach at Notre Dame. Six years later, at age 29, my dream came true.




  About six weeks prior to the season, in a letter postmarked October 30, 1965, I wrote Notre Dame football coach Ara Parseghian a letter. In it I told him that my goal in life was to be the head basketball coach at the University of Notre Dame. I loved the essence of Notre Dame and what the university stood for.




  I am sure today it seems odd to write a letter to the football coach about a job as head basketball coach, but Ara had such charisma. He was the most visible symbol of the school and I identified with that. When I thought about Notre Dame, I thought of Ara. To some extent, I still do that today.




  JOHNNY DRUZE




  Other than me, Johnny Druze is one of the few people who is a common denominator in the athletic histories of Notre Dame and Fordham. As a student in the 1930s, he was one of Fordham’s “Seven Blocks of Granite.” He joined forces with Vince Lombardi and five others to form one of the most famous offensive lines in college football history. After he got out of school, he became an assistant coach at Notre Dame, working under Frank Leahy and Terry Brennan from 1941-55.




  I got to know Johnny Druze through one of my best friends, Johnny Campbell. Johnny’s father, Hugh, ran a brickyard in Hazelton, Pennsylvania, and I worked for him when I coached at St. Gabriel’s. Mr. Campbell went to Notre Dame and we used to talk about his experiences there all the time.




  One day, while I was at Penn—where I spent four years helping Dick Harter build some of the best teams in Ivy League history—I called Hugh Campbell and told him I always wanted to be the head coach at Notre Dame. I asked him how I could get involved in that job when Johnny Dee retired. This was a brash move, because I was only 27 at the time. I told Harter about it and he was upset with me, not to mention that he thought I was crazy. “Like you have a chance to be the next head coach at Notre Dame.”




  Hugh Campbell told me a good contact would be Johnny Druze, who was by now living in Asbury Park, New Jersey He added, “His daughter is married to John (Hugh’s son).”




  So, I called John and we went to see Johnny Druze. I told him I just loved Notre Dame and that it was where I wanted to coach some day. We kept in touch over the next couple of years.




  While I went to see Johnny Druze so he could some day help me with the Notre Dame job, I never dreamed I was also creating an in at Fordham. In March of 1970, Ed Conlin left Fordham after the season.




  In those days the Final Four was on a Thursday-Saturday. When I got back home to New Jersey on Good Friday, my wife, Terry, said Johnny Druze had called. He had been at a dinner with Pete Carlisimo, who was the athletic director at Fordham. Johnny had spent the banquet selling me to Carlisimo. To make a long story short, I interviewed with Carlisimo over the Tuesday after Easter and he offered me the job the next week.




  In 2003, I was at Martin’s Supermarket in South Bend and I ran into John Campbell and his wife. I asked them how her mom and dad were doing. She said that they were outside in the car. Johnny was 90 years at the time. I went out to the car and told him, “Without you, I’m nothing. I wouldn’t have gotten the job at Fordham and I wouldn’t have gotten the job at Notre Dame. I am what I am because of you, Johnny.”




  Johnny died on December 27, 2005, and I took some time to reflect on his impact on my life when I heard the news.




  EARLY SUCCESS




  I inherited a Fordham team that had been 10-15 in 1969-70. We had a pep rally before the first game in one of the dorms. P. J. Carlisimo, who went on to coach Seton Hall to the National Championship game in 1989, was a senior on that team and the athletic director’s son. He could get things done on campus and organized this rally. Jack Burik, our point guard, was one of the speakers as a tri-captain, and told the students about our 40-minute full-court press. When he said that to the students I told Frank McLaughlin, my assistant coach, that our players had bought into our system.




  We got off to a great start and just kept on winning. Among the first six games of the season we beat Pittsburgh, Seton Hall and Syracuse. Bill Raftery, my collegue at ESPN for many years, was the coach at Seton Hall and we won 97-80. Dick Harter told someone in the media if Seton Hall had hired Digger they would be undefeated. I am sure Raf loved that.




  A WORTHWHILE SCOUTING TRIP




  Before videotape became a way of life, coaches would send assistants to scout future opponents. We didn’t trade game film like some football coaches did back then. We were going to play Notre Dame and Marquette on consecutive Thursday nights in February in Madison Square Garden, so it was a perfect scouting opportunity for me to personally scout the Notre Dame-Marquette game in Milwaukee on January 12, 1971.




  Word was out that Johnny Dee was going to retire as Notre Dame coach at the end of the year and return to Denver to join a law practice. So it was a good opportunity to meet some Notre Dame people at that game.




  I had been to Notre Dame in the fall of 1968 when I was on a recruiting trip for Penn to see Corky Calhoun, of Waukegan, Illinois. Johnny Druze had arranged a meeting with Moose Krause, so I made a side trip from Chicago to South Bend. Before I met with Moose, I went over to the stadium and walked in the tunnel onto the field. I walked to the middle of the field and mentally flashed back to my youth. I could hear Bill Stern calling games on WOR radio. I got goosebumps as I stood in the middle of Notre Dame Stadium.




  When I met Moose I also made a point of getting to know his secretary, Elenor Van Der Hagen. What a wonderful person. If there were two people who helped me get the job at Notre Dame, it was Elenor working from the inside and Johnny Druze from the outside.




  When it came time to scout the Notre Dame-Marquette game, I called Elenor to tell her I was going. She knew I wanted to come to Notre Dame some day, so she called the sports information director at Marquette and arranged for me to sit next to Roger Valdiserri, Notre Dame’s sports information director, at press row. That Marquette game was the first time I spent any time with Roger.




  I went to that game with Frank Mulzoff, the head coach at St. John’s at the time, who was also going to be playing Notre Dame in New York just nine days after us. We called Al McGuire ahead of time to let him know we were coming and he invited us to meet him at a bar called Timeout prior to the game. It was right across the street from The Milwaukee Arena, which was later known as The Mecca.




  Frank and I were having Cokes, but Al was having a beer. He had one beer, two beers, three beers. I said, “Hey, don’t you have a game tonight?” Nothing phased Al.




  He said, “Let’s go, I want you to meet the guys.” So he took us right into the Marquette locker room during pregame to meet his players. We were going to play them in a month. Those were different times.




  So, I scouted that game and obviously followed Notre Dame’s progress throughout the season. They (it seems strange to use they when referring to Notre Dame) had Austin Carr, the best player in the nation, and to this day the best player Notre Dame has ever had. He came to New York averaging over 37 points per game. The Irish had beaten UCLA on January 23 and Carr had scored 46 points in an 89-82 win to give UCLA what would be its only loss of the season.




  BEATING NOTRE DAME




  Ranked 13th in the UPI Coaches poll, and with an 18-1 record, Fordham had captivated New York by the time we faced Notre Dame on February 18, 1971. Howard Cosell was the sports anchor at WABC in New York at that time and he adopted me. He had me in studio for an interview during his sports segment and compared me to Melio Bettina, who was a light heavyweight champion from Beacon.




  I remember him saying, “Digger Phelps, an undertaker’s son, is bringing the bacon back to Beacon like Melio Bettina had many years ago.” I looked at him and said, “Howard, I’m going to put you in one of my old man’s boxes.” Everyone on the set broke up. If Howard loved you in New York, you were in. In 1970-71 we owned New York, and Howard had a lot to do with that.




  The game was a complete sellout, 19,500 people, toughest college basketball ticket in the Garden in years. While the first game of the doubleheader was going on, I was standing behind the scorer’s table with Roger and Johnny Druze.




  In front of Roger, Johnny asked, “So how are you going to beat Notre Dame tonight?” I said, “I can’t tell you that, then Roger is going to go in the locker room and tell Johnny Dee.” But Roger said he wouldn’t—it was too close to game time and Notre Dame wasn’t going to change its plan just before the game.




  So, I told them that Notre Dame had lost six games all year and five of the teams that had beaten them had played a zone defense. You couldn’t guard Carr man to man, so I was going to play zone for 30 minutes, then go after it with the press for the last 10 minutes. We hadn’t played a zone defense all year, so I knew Notre Dame would not expect it. I also told them we were going to let Sid Catlett shoot from the outside and when Carr got the ball we were going to double team and make him give it up. We wanted to make someone else beat us.




  That little interaction before the game might have helped me get the Notre Dame job, because the game played out just that way. Carr still scored 29 to lead all scorers, but we didn’t let him penetrate and he got just six free throw attempts. We had a five- to 10-point lead most of the game, but Charlie Yelverton, our top scorer, fouled out with seven minutes left. He left to a standing ovation.




  During the momentary timeout I got everyone together and told them I wasn’t thinking about losing. Someone else was going to step up and I looked right at Billy Mainor. Down the stretch he scored 13 of our last 19 points and did not allow Carr to score a single point. We won 94-88 and it was party time in New York City.




  We went to parties around town, cabbies were blowing their horns. At one point we went to the Webster Bar on Webster Avenue, which was just up from the Fordham campus. It was 2 a.m. and the students were still going crazy. My wife, Terry, and my high school coach, Mike Scoba, and his wife, Barbara, got home about 4 a.m.




  That night I had sold New York City on Fordham’s basketball program. I had also sold Roger Valdiserri that I could be the next coach at Notre Dame.




  REALIZING A DREAM AT AGE 29




  We finished the 1970-71 season with a 26-3 record and a No. 9 final national ranking according to AP, still the only season Fordham has had a final top-10 ranking.




  We went to the NCAA Tournament and beat Furman in the first round, but Villanova’s size was too much for us in the round of 16. They went to the finals that year behind Howard Porter before losing by just six points to UCLA.




  I was one of the hottest coaches in the country. My phone was ringing and the media was following my every move. First, Virginia Tech called and they brought me to campus. They had a $35,000 a year offer for five years. Then Rutgers opened because Bill Foster went to Utah. Then Dick Harter and Athletic Director Fred Shabel started to have problems to the point where Dick took the Oregon job.




  I was the perfect replacement for Harter at Penn because I had been there and recruited those players who were leading the current team. I went over there for an interview and Fred had arranged to have the entire team meet me when I arrived. I told them with a smile, “Get out of here and get to class.”




  I met with Shabel and he offered me $35,000 a year for four years, a car and a preferential parking space at Weightman Hall. That parking space was big, it was a status symbol at Penn in those days. I was making $14,000 at Fordham, but they were going to offer me $18,000.




  I met with Frank Dolson of the Philadelphia Inquirer after I interviewed with Shabel. I told him all the particulars about the Penn job, but he just smiled. He knew I wasn’t going to do anything until I heard from Notre Dame.




  On Friday after the NCAA Tournament, Roger Valdiserri called and said they would formally announce Johnny Dee’s retirement on Saturday, April 30. Father Edmund Joyce, the vice president of the school who was in control of the Athletic Board, wanted to meet with me on Saturday in Detroit. Notre Dame always worked quickly when it came to a major coaching change. The priests always had their short lists, and at Notre Dame you usually don’t have to go very far down the list.




  As Valdiserri was putting out a release that Johnny Dee was retiring, I was meeting with Father Joyce at a room at the Detroit airport. It was just like 1941 when Father Frank Cavanaugh, brother of Notre Dame president Father John Cavanaugh, met with Boston College coach Frank Leahy in Albany, NY, to interview him for the football job.




  The interview took place on the Saturday of the Blue-Gold Football game at Notre Dame. Fr. Joyce flew back in time for the postgame banquet. No one ever knew he wasn’t at the game. We talked for two hours. I told him how I believed in what Notre Dame stood for. “If we can be great in football, why not basketball?” I was already saying we. He was very impressive. With his tall stature and Roman Collar, he had a presence about him. Even though I had never met Father Joyce, I knew of him because I had followed Notre Dame sports so closely. This was someone I trusted from our first meeting, and he trusted me.




  I asked him what he expected. Father Joyce said, “We expect you to graduate your players, never get in trouble with the NCAA and be competitive.” I asked what he meant by competitive and he said, “About 18 wins a year.” I had just won 26 at Fordham, surely I could win 18 a year at Notre Dame.




  At the end of the interview, not that it mattered, we discussed the salary. He said $18,000 a year for four years, plus an additional $3,000 for radio and TV. This was far below the offers from Virginia Tech and Penn, but I didn’t care. I would have taken the job for food coupons for my wife and kids at the North Dining Hall. In fact, that four-year contract at the beginning was the only time I had a multi-year contract at Notre Dame. I just worked from year to year after 1974-75.




  When I left that interview, I felt 95 percent sure Father Joyce was going to offer me this job, my dream job. He had to talk to the Athletic Board. Roger called me on Sunday and asked me about the interview.




  On Monday, I called Fred Shabel at Penn and told him I was going to wait on Notre Dame. That afternoon he announced Chuck Daly as his new coach. Bill Conlin, a Philadelphia newspaper writer, asked Daly at the press conference how it felt to be second to Digger Phelps. Shabel jumped in and said he never offered me the job. The room broke up.




  Monday night Roger called me to say it was going to happen. Father Joyce was going to meet with the Board on Tuesday and that I should expect a call that afternoon. It was a lock.




  I set up a team meeting at Fordham’s campus. At 6:32 p.m. eastern time, I got the call from Moose Krause, offering me the head coaching position at Notre Dame. I immediately went into the team meeting to tell them I was leaving.




  I went straight to the airport with my wife, Terry. As we were going over the Triborough Bridge, a sports bulletin came over the radio. “Digger Phelps has just accepted the head coaching position at Notre Dame.” It hadn’t been 15 minutes since the team meeting. At that point I realized how big it was to be the head coach at Notre Dame.




  That June, I went to my first Notre Dame Monogram club golf outing. At the dinner I told Roger about the letter I had written to Ara Parseghian. Ara was also at the function and said he had a “crazy letter file” in his office and it might still be there. He gave Roger the keys and we went over to his office. Sure enough, the letter was still there. Roger made a copy of the envelope and put it in the press guide that fall.




  At age 29, just six years after I had mailed Ara that letter, I was going to realize my dream.




  FIRESIDE CHATS




  Dormitory life at Notre Dame is a tradition. There are no fraternities nor sororities at Notre Dame. Heck, when I started there weren’t any women at all. Coeducation didn’t start until the 1972-73 academic year.




  I wanted to take advantage of the spirit of the Notre Dame student body, and turn them on to basketball. The support of the student body was legendary at football games. Why not basketball?




  So, I contacted the presidents of all the dorms, and my secretary, Dottie Van Paris, set up a speaking schedule. We started around October 1, taking one dorm per night. The dorms would publicize it with simple signs on the doors. I would go over to the lobby of the dorm, walk in and sit down and just start shooting the breeze with the students. Sometimes there was an introduction and sometimes I just started talking. Anyone who wanted to come in was free to do so.




  [image: image]




  Turning Notre Dame students on to basketball was one of my first priorities, whether it was through informal talks in the dorms or pep rallies.




  The first of these “Fireside Chats” had small numbers, but soon the students would talk about it and the numbers grew and grew. We talked about the team, the prospects for the season, other teams around the country, but we also talked about social issues. I was always interested in politics, world hunger, the Vietnam War—which was going on when I became the Notre Dame coach—you name it and we talked about it.




  I genuinely enjoyed doing this. I think it got the students interested in our program. One of the reasons for Notre Dame’s success has been the support of the student body, and the dorm system has everything to do with it.




  In April of 2004, I was invited to speak on campus at Fisher Hall. I still do a good bit of speaking at Notre Dame whenever I can. I actually have more time to do it now that I have retired from ESPN. A lot of my greatest players (Adrian Dantley, Gary Brokaw, John Shumate) lived in that dorm. I talked for two hours about my career at Notre Dame, today’s Notre Dame team, the traditions of Notre Dame, and many other subjects.




  Just after I had started, a 5-7 student who was not the most athletic-looking person in the world came into the room wearing a Chris Thomas jersey. Thomas and Torin Francis, stars of Notre Dame’s team at the time, had just had surgery. I said to the kid wearing the Thomas jersey, “How’d the surgery go, Chris? Not too well I guess.” The other students laughed. Then I said, “I can’t wait to see Torin Francis.”




  “DIGGER, THE WIRE REVERSED YOUR SCORE”




  When I took the Notre Dame job, I knew we would struggle the first couple of years. Notre Dame’s 1970-71 team graduated six seniors who represented 93 percent of the scoring. Among the graduates was Austin Carr, who was second in the nation in scoring with a 37.9 average. He was a first-team All-American and the National Player of the Year. Collis Jones was a 6-7 forward who had averaged 24 points and 12 rebounds a game.




  In the summer, my team captain and the only returning player with significant varsity experience, Doug Gemmell, was injured so severely in a motorcycle accident that he had to have his left leg amputated. We had three other scholarship players in Jim Regelean, Bill Hinga and Don Silinski who had a little varsity experience, or had played on the freshman team. John Shumate had averaged 22 points a game on the freshman team the year I was at Fordham, but in November of 1971 he was diagnosed with a blood disorder that was causing him problems with blood clots. Here was my star player in the hospital fighting for his life just after we had started practice.




  That left me with an all sophomore starting lineup. My lineup for the opening game against Michigan on December 1, 1971, consisted of Goose Novak, a 6-7 small forward who had to play center; Hawk Stevens, a 6-6 forward who was the most popular DJ at the student radio station; 6-7 Tom O’Mara; 5-11 John Egart and 6-2 Bob Valibus. Some of my top reserves were two guys from the baseball team, Tom Hansen and Bill Lucas, and later, three football players, Willie Townsend, Mike Townsend and Rich Allocco. We tried to run with Michigan and play the same pressing style we had played at Fordham, but it didn’t work. The Wolverines beat us 101-83 at home.




  The schedule didn’t get any easier that first year. We lost at Kansas, at Indiana, at UCLA and at Kentucky all in December. Indiana, UCLA and Kentucky were all ranked in the top 15 in the country at the time we played them.




  I never will forget the Indiana game of December 18, 1971. It was in Bloomington and they were dedicating Assembly Hall. I had beaten Bob Knight the year before when I was at Fordham and he was at Army.




  We were awful . . . beyond awful. Let me give you a few stats to back that up. Indiana forward John Ritter outscored our entire team (31-29). We shot 13 percent from the field (8-61) and 48 percent (13-27) from the line. No Notre Dame player scored in double figures. Our starting backcourt that night was 0-16 from the field. We had the same amount of turnovers as points (29). We scored 13 points in the first half and just two in the last 6:23.




  Indiana was not trying to run up the score, even though they beat us 94-29. It is still the largest margin of defeat in Notre Dame history. After the game I got a call from one of my buddies in New York. “Digger, the wire transposed the digits on your score last night.” He thought the score was 94-92. I told him we had lost on a buzzer shot.




  There weren’t many highlights that first year. We played eight games against top 20-teams and lost them all, finishing 6-20. At one point in the season I told a writer at the Chicago Tribune. “We’ve got to scrimmage every day so I know what it feels like to win.”




  A LANDMARK VICTORY OVER KANSAS




  Even with the return of Shumate and the addition of Gary Brokaw, Dwight Clay and Peter Crotty, we started out 1-6 in my second year with the only win at home by 10 points over Valparaiso. But at least we were competitive. We lost in overtime to Ohio State, by two to St. Louis, by two at home to an Indiana team that would go to the Final Four, and by two to Kentucky in Louisville.




  When you are early in the development of a program you look for one win to turn your program around. That victory came for us against a Kansas team coached by Ted Owens on January 7, 1973. It was a nationally televised Sunday afternoon game in South Bend.




  This was the first time that Shumate, Brokaw and Clay all clicked in the same game, as they would combine for 53 points. We were down two, 61-59 in the final seconds. Brokaw missed a jumper, but Shumate tipped it in at the buzzer, sending the game into overtime. We took a four-point lead in the overtime, then tried to give it away when Brokaw had the ball tied up at midcourt with 19 seconds left. We lost the jump ball, but Kansas turned it over in the final seconds and we had finally won a close game.




  There was a carry-over effect from that game. The following Saturday we beat Marquette to end their 81-game home winning streak on a jumper by Clay. We won eight of our last 10 regular-season games to finish 15-11. The NIT called and we enthusiastically accepted.




  In those days the NIT took 16 teams and all the games were played in New York at Madison Square Garden. Only 32 teams went to the NCAA Tournament, so the NIT first-round games were like NCAA Tournament games today. There were only 48 teams in the entire nation going to postseason play.




  We opened against a Southern Cal team that had finished second in the Pac-10 to UCLA and featured All-America guard Gus Williams. The game was played on St. Patrick’s Day in New York, how could we lose? And we didn’t, winning 69-65. The game was televised nationally, and I remember being interviewed after the game by a young CBS announcer named Don Criqui, who was a Notre Dame graduate and is still doing the play by play for Notre Dame football.




  The next Tuesday night we played Louisville, coached by Denny Crum, and we won another close game, 79-71, as Shumate made 9-9 from the field. The following Saturday we played North Carolina and Dean Smith. Shumate continued his incredible play, as he made his first 11 field goals of the game in our 78-71 victory. That streak of 20 consecutive made field goals is still the Notre Dame record. North Carolina was ranked 11th in the nation entering the NIT, a team that would have been a No. 3 seed in the NCAA Tournament by today’s standards. But in those days, a conference could only send one team to the NCAA Tournament.




  That sent us to the final against Virginia Tech, ironically the school I had turned down just two years earlier. They had hired Don Devoe and we were both Cinderella teams. The Final Four teams at the NIT that year were Notre Dame, Virginia Tech, North Carolina and Alabama. Alabama was coached by C.M. Newton. Out of the four teams in the Final Four of the NIT that year, two were coached by men in the Hall of Fame and two weren’t. The two future Hall of Famers watched Devoe and I battle it out.




  The championship game on Sunday turned out to be an incredible game. It was an overtime game and our lack of depth caught up to us. I played just six guys and four of them went the entire 45 minutes. Virginia Tech beat us in overtime by a point, 92-91. On the last possession Bobby Stevens missed a jumper, but the ball rebounded back to him and he nailed the second shot from the left wing as the distinctive Madison Square Garden horn sounded.
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  The Final Four of the 1973 NIT included (from left) future Hall of Fame coach Dean Smith, me, future Hall of Famer C.M. Newton, and Virginia Tech coach Don Devoe. Both Hall of Fame coaches were eliminated in the semifinals.




  WELCOME HOME




  We knew we had accomplished something, but we were still disappointed as we flew back to South Bend on Monday morning. It had been a great run to close the season, winning 17 of our last 23, including wins over Kansas, Marquette, Michigan State, St. John’s, South Carolina, and the wins in the NIT. But that last play was just a bitter ending to the season. We were so close to a national championship, and for a program that had started out 7-26, that was an accomplishment.
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